Neuronal structure is altered by amyloid plaques.
During the course of Alzheimer's disease (AD), neurons undergo extensive remodeling, contributing to the loss of function observed in the disease. Many brain regions in patients with AD show changes in axonal and dendritic fields, dystrophic neurites, synapse loss, and neuron loss. Accumulation of amyloid-beta protein, a pathological hallmark of the disease, contributes to many of these alterations of neuronal structure. Areas of the brain displaying a high degree of plasticity are particularly vulnerable to degeneration in Alzheimer's disease. This article describes neuronal changes that occur in AD, reviews evidence that amyloid-beta contributes to these changes, and finally discusses the recovery of amyloid-induced changes in the brains of transgenic mice, lending hope to the idea that therapeutic strategies which reduce amyloid-beta production will lead to functional recovery in patients with AD.